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Mark 7:24-37

God of the Syrophoenician woman, you smash boundaries to show mercy to the excluded. Give us the holy chutzpah to do the same. Make us your servants who open the eyes of the blind and the ears of the deaf. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.
“Jesus, Healthcare and Us”

I’ve exchanged e-mails the past two weeks or so with a couple of members who are concerned about healthcare reform.  One of them took part in the conference call President Obama had a couple weeks back with members of various faith communities.  That call was sponsored by Faithful Reform in Healthcare, an organization the Session voted to support.  Faithful Reform in Healthcare’s vision is to embrace a system of health care that is inclusive... accessible... affordable... and accountable.

The church member contacted me because she feels very strongly that health care reform speaks to our core values as Christians.  She wrote, “Jesus called us to care for the sick and needy.  I believe we have a moral obligation as people of faith to take action at this important time.”

I agree with that assessment.  As a colleague wrote, “we preachers (and I would add to that-churches-have usually sat in the back seat when it comes to national issues and (have) let the politicians do the driving. But health care for the poor is a vital issue that ought to be as high on our agenda as it is on that of Congress and the White House. If we have any responsibility at all beyond that of being pastors to our flocks, it is to be mindful of the poor.”  End quote.

I wasn’t nearly that eloquent in my response to the member’s e-mail.  About the only coherent response I could mutter was something to the effect that Jesus healed everyone without worrying about the person’s HMO.  We read a lot of healing stories in the Gospels, and Jesus healed everyone regardless of their gender, economic situation, ethnicity, religion, cultural background and insurance coverage.  And usually, he willingly heals people.

Usually.

Except in today’s story when, initially, he refuses to heal the Syrophoenician woman’s daughter AND calls them both dogs.

It goes without saying that this story has troubled readers and scholars alike for centuries. It’s a disturbing story.  Some scholars have tried to soften the blow of Jesus’ words by suggesting that, perhaps Jesus was tired from his long journey and his earlier confrontation with the high-falutin’ Pharisees.  In other words, he was simply worn out and that’s why he was cranky.  Now, I can relate to this.  I’ve said things when I’m worn out and tired that I’ve later regretted.  Ask any of my kids and they’ll tell you that I can get pretty cranky late in the evening.  So I get this excuse the commentators give.  

And yet, the reason for Jesus’ confrontation with the high-falutin’ Pharisees is that he disagreed with their exclusive rules that only served to exclude people.  “You hypocrites,” Jesus said told them.  “You’ll pay God honor with your lips, but your hearts are as cold as ice.” It seems to me that in today’s story, Jesus is being a little hypocritical and should heed his own advice.

Other scholars take a different approach with the story.  They say that Jesus’ harsh tone stems from economic tensions between the Jewish landowners of Tyre and the Gentile farmers.  Let me explain: The farmers of Galilee were very poor and the Phoenician landowners were wealthy.  When food was in short supply in Galilee, the Phoenician landowners were forced to export food to the farmers, which they resented.  Furthermore, the Phoenican people’s lifestyle and policies contributed to the Galilean’s poverty.  

Therefore, when the Syrophoenician woman approaches Jesus and asks him to heal her daughter, he refuses because she and her people have contributed to the poverty and suffering the Jews in Galilee experience.

So, those are just two of the reasons scholars give for Jesus’ rude retort to the woman and his refusal to heal her daughter.

The trouble is, even if we count these excuses as valid, Jesus’ words still hurt. “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs,” he tells her. Many people would have silently crept away, feeling small and insignificant.  But not the Syrophoenician woman.  She boldly responds, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”

So what does this have to do with the health care debate?

As one commentator wrote, “In the health care debate, (is) Jesus’ words are just like saying, (shouldn't) the poor (of our nation) can get (at) the least minimal care under the law, even if it isn't as good as members of Congress and other government employees receive.”

The health care debate is complicated.  It’s as complicated as the healthcare system, I think.  The facts are also hard to come by because it’s difficult to find a news source that is unbiased.  

Like the rest of you, I watched in August while footage of town hall meeting shouting matches were played out for everyone to see.  It’s hard to have a conversation about health care reform without appearing biased towards one plan or another.  All of the options on the table have their pros and cons.  And believe you me, I don’t know enough about any of them to present an informed argument one way or the other.  As I said on the blog, I’m not a doctor-or an insurance agent, or health care provider-and I don’t pretend to play on tv.

But I am a Christian, and therefore I’m called to envision a future “that is grounded in the sacred bonds of our common humanity and promotes faithful stewardship of our abundant health care resources.  I am called to envision a future where all people will have the health care they need regardless of their age, income, race, gender, sexuality, pre-existing conditions, or place of residence.”

All of the reform options Congress is considering are laden with justice issues.  For example, who is accountable?  Do the responsibilities to control costs become a burden for particular segments of our health system, or are they share by all parties-patients, providers, institutions, insurers, governments and so forth?  Are patients or profits the focus of decision making in reducing costs?  Are we practicing faithful stewardship in the use of our health care resources?

The opportunity to reform health care presents a huge opportunity and an enormous challenge to create a health care future that works well for all of us and includes everyone. 

Likewise, when the Syrophoenician woman approached Jesus, she presented him with a huge opportunity and an enormous challenge to create a future that included everyone.  The fact that Jesus turned his attitude around and gave the woman the care and attention she deserved challenges us to reach beyond ourselves and share God’s gift of grace, peace and healing with all people.

Another important feature of this story, and the one that follows about the deaf man, which we need to follow when thinking about health care reform, is that the persons who are healed do not approach Jesus alone but are helped by others.  The young girl is freed of demon possession because her mother pleads on her behalf.  The deaf man is brought to Jesus by friends who beg for his healing.  In these stories, it’s not their faith that made them well, but the active faith of their companions.  These stories remind us that we are to actively seek the well-being of those who need our help and our care.

And finally, in these stories, we witness something more than physical healing.  The Syrophoenician woman’s daughter is healed, but so is Jesus’ closed mind.  This story is a turning point in Jesus’ ministry.  After this he’ll go on to heal many more Gentiles, and he’ll even feed a few thousand of them, too.  No questions asked.  

When Congress resumes, the health care debate will continue.  It remains to be seen what, if any reform, will pass.  Whether that reform “bends toward justice,” in the words of Martin Luther King, Jr. will depend on whose voices are heard most often and loudest.  If we want a system of health care that is inclusive... accessible... affordable... and accountable we, as people of faith, must make that transformation happen.  And we know that as people of faith, when we are at our best, we are at the center of such transformation.

Amen.
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24From there he set out and went away to the region of Tyre. He entered a house and did not want anyone to know he was there. Yet he could not escape notice, 25but a woman whose little daughter had an unclean spirit immediately heard about him, and she came and bowed down at his feet. 26Now the woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter. 27He said to her, "Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children's food and throw it to the dogs." 28But she answered him, "Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children's crumbs." 29Then he said to her, "For saying that, you may go-the demon has left your daughter." 30So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone. 

31Then he returned from the region of Tyre, and went by way of Sidon towards the Sea of Galilee, in the region of the Decapolis. 32They brought to him a deaf man who had an impediment in his speech; and they begged him to lay his hand on him. 33He took him aside in private, away from the crowd, and put his fingers into his ears, and he spat and touched his tongue. 34Then looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to him, "Ephphatha," that is, "Be opened." 35And immediately his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly. 36Then Jesus ordered them to tell no one; but the more he ordered them, the more zealously they proclaimed it. 37They were astounded beyond measure, saying, "He has done everything well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak." 

